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Abstract
This study explores the use of language learning contracts as a strategy to promote learner autonomy
among ESL learners. experience in using the learning contracts and the 
extent to which the contracts could be used to develop ability to become autonomous language 
learners. Qualitative data, gleaned from the contracts, transcripts of the learner conferences and interviews,
were thoroughly read and carefully coded into significant themes through the content analysis method.
Quantitative data from the questionnaires were tabulated and presented in percentages and frequencies.
Both types of data were analyzed separately but were used together to give a richer and more 
comprehensive account of the study. Findings showed that learners experience with the learning contracts
were shaped by their perceptions on perceived gains, sources of motivation, challenges and usefulness of 
the contracts. Several pragmatic, social and affective reasons underlie the way they plan and carry out
learning contract activities. 
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1. Background
Over the years, there has been growing recognition of the importance of learner autonomy and the role of the
individual learners in directing their own learning process. However, in practice, it is not always clear how to
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support learners in this role and whether they are prepared to assume it. The purpose of this paper is to report on a 
study that explores the use of learning contracts as an English Language teaching and learning strategy to 
promote learner autonomy. The study focuses on 
become more autonomous language learners.  
 
2. Review of Related Literature 
 
 
experts agree that autonomy is not taught or learned. Instead, Benson [2] says it is fostered or developed through 
initiatives designed to stimulate autonomy among learners. In fact, Hurd [3] also argues that if learners are not 
trained for autonomy, then, no amount of resources will foster in the learners the capacity for active involvement 
and conscious choice in their learning. In the Malaysian context, many of our language learners do not naturally 
have this capacity yet and need explicit instruction to develop it. This creates the need to find practical ways to 
develop their potential as autonomous language learners so they can learn and appreciate the language, and at the 
same time, sustain their interest in the language learning process. Developing learner autonomy through learner 
training does not entail radical departure from common practice and can, in fact, take place in the existing 
classrooms. According to Thang [4] the most important concern in the training for such autonomous skills is that 
participants display desires and initiatives to think for themselves. One method of training that has shown 
potential in developing learner autonomy is with the learning contract.  
 The use of learning contract is an option for promoting autonomy in language learning. The learning contract 
is a formal, written agreement negotiated between the learner and lecturer about what the learner will learn and 
how that learning will be measured. It has been described in various ways: a diary, a log, a journal, and a 
reflective tool. However, according to Sliogeriene [5], what distinguishes the contract from other documents is 
that it focuses on ongoing learning issues over a period of time and that there would be some intention of learning 
from the process of writing the contract or from the results of preparing it. This suggests that the learning contract 
can be used to personalize learner training and learning experience. Other researchers seem to agree. Codde [6] 
adds that the learning contract allows learners to structure their own learning and become active participants in 
the process of education. Knowles [7] also suggests that with the contracts, participants would have a sense of 
perspective and the ability to make judgments about themselves and their learning based on their accumulated 
experience, combined with their inherent autonomy and their need for establishing clear goals. This, he believes, 
can be implemented in teaching and learning situations  potential, 
experience and prior knowledge in learning can be structured in a learning contract that offers a way to replace 
the content plan with a process plan. A process plan is a series of actions to be carried out with the aims of 
supporting teaching and learning initiatives while a content plan is a sequence of topics to be covered [9].  
 In view of what is discussed so far, the rationale for using the learning contract is to make the language 
learner an active participant not only in the actual language learning process, but even at the lesson planning 
stage. How this can be done is further elaborated by Brewer, Williams and Sher [10]. They contend that learners 
put their experience, knowledge and capability to use when creating and implementing their own learning 
contracts. As capability and confidence grow, so will their ability to be resourceful, and their repertoire 
of language activities. The expectation is that through the learning contract, language activities are designed to 
assist learners in progressing to the next level of independent learning activities. With the above discussion 
serving as a backdrop, the following research questions were formulated to guide the study: 
 
1.  What are the significant experiences of the participants in using the learning contracts for 
language learning?  
2.  What reasons underlie the ways participants used the learning contracts for language learning? 
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3. Methodology 
 
 The participants in this study are university freshmen, comprising 141 ESL learners who are undergoing an 
English Language proficiency course. All of them are Malay and they speak Bahasa Melayu as their first 
language. Out of 141 participants, 22 of them participated in the learner conferences and interviews as fully-
informed, consenting volunteers and gave full permission to the researcher to use their learning contracts. The 
learning contract developed for this study was adapted from Masdinah [11]. To guide the participants in planning 
their own learning contracts, the following questions were posed to them: What do you want to learn? How are 
you going to learn it? What strategies and resources would you use? When the participants had developed their 
learning contracts, they set about to carry out the language activities that they had planned. At the end of the 
semester, they submitted their contracts and the completed activities to the researcher. To gather data relating to 
a mixed-method approach. Participants answered a three-part questionnaire survey which was adapted from 
Cotterall [12], Masdinah [13] and Lai [14]. Quantitative data from the questionnaires were tabulated and 
presented in percentages and frequencies. Qualitative data from the contracts, transcripts of the conferences and 
focus group interviews were thoroughly read and carefully coded into significant themes through the content 
analysis method. Both types of data were analyzed separately but were used together to give a richer and more 
comprehensive account of the study.  
 
4.  Findings and Discussion  
  
 Data gleaned from the interviews, conferences and learning contracts offered meaningful insights into the 
emerged from the data and are discussed below in conjunction with findings from the questionnaires: 
 
4.1 Perceived Gains  
 
 Perceived gains are opportunities for learning afforded by the learning contracts. Based on the data collected, 
from the different learning opportunities they experienced, the participants perceived the following as the three 
most significant learning experiences they gained in using the contract: 1) the contract made them feel motivated 
to learn; 2) the contract made them feel successful in their learning and; 3) the contract helped them monitor and 
measure their progress in learning. Data for these factors are presented in Tables 1, 2 and 3. One of the 
experiences mentioned by the participants was that the use of the learning contract had created an increased level 
of motivation for learning English. Out of 141 learners, 113 of them or about 80% responded that they strongly 
agreed or agreed with this statement. In the questionnaire also, the participants were asked if they considered 
themselves successful in their language learning after working with the contracts. Out of 141 participants, 107 
participants or about 75% disclosed that they strongly agreed and agreed to this perception. Finally, 95 
participants or about 67% stated they strongly agreed and agreed that the contracts helped them check on the 
improvements of their language learning. In all, thirteen out of the twenty two volunteers also mentioned feeling 
happy, satisfied or proud with their language learning. This implies that the feeling of being successful in 
learning is a powerful motivating factor for developing autonomy in participants because then they would persist 
until a goal is accomplished. It seems the implicit and explicit training introduced with the learning contract 
helped to raise the participants -directed work. However, beyond that, it is apparent that 
their positive learning experiences with the contracts led them to take more responsibility and put them on the 
path to becoming more autonomous learners.  
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 Table 1: Motivated to Learn 
 
 
 
Table 2: Feeling Successful 
 
 
Table 3: Monitoring Progress 
 
                  *SA  strongly agree   A- Agree  N Neutral  DA  Disagree   SDA  Strongly disagree  ** Standard   deviation 
 
4.2 Sources of Motivation 
 
 Sources of motivation relates to the drive or interest of the participant that led him to be more willing to take 
responsibility of the outcome of his learning. According to Scharle and Szabo [15], motivation and responsibility 
can mutually reinforce each other. This reinforcement appeared to be evident in the participants erience with 
the learning contract. The findings of this study showed that the learning contract motivated participants to be 
involved in their learning process through increased responsibility for the learning choices they made. The 
following excerpts from an interview and a learner conference demonstrated this:  
 
helps me study.                                                          
                                                                                                                                               (Interview S-F7) 
 
give the work or I do something of  my own, I can focus in my contract. Next, I want to concentrate on 
 
                                                                                                                              (Learner conference S2-C3) 
              
Item  *SA *A N *DA *SDA M **SD 
A  % 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
  
7. makes me motivated to learn. 27 
(38) 
53.2 
(75) 
17.7 
(25) 
2.1 
(3) 
0 
(0) 4.04 .730 
Item  *SA *A N *DA *SDA M **SD 
A  % 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
  
9. makes me feel successful. 26.2 
(37) 
49.6 
(70) 
22.7 
(32) 
1.4 
(2) 
0 
(0) 4.00 .741 
Item  *SA *A N *DA *SDA Mean **SD 
A Using the language learning 
 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
  
10. helps me monitor and measure 
progress. 
26.2 
(37) 
41.1 
(58) 
27.7 
(39) 
4.3 
(6) 
0.7 
(1) 3.87 .874 
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 As the data analysis showed, perceived gains and sources of motivation in the participants
contracts were characterized by a metacognitive awakening involving both knowledge and skill. Rivers [16] and 
Cotteral [17] argue that such experience created a learning environment that is conducive to metacognition. 
Morrison [18] adds that this helps the development of learner. Thus, these features of their experience with the 
learning contracts seem to be potentially instrumental in fostering the development of their potential as autonomous 
learners. 
 
4.3 Challenges  
 
 The list of challenges and hindrances presented here highlights what participants deemed as the most 
difficult experience they had with the learning contracts. For example, in the questionnaire, the participants were 
asked if the learning contracts helped them with consistent feedback. Close to 43% of the learners disagreed or were 
neutral with the statement, as shown in Table 4. 
effectiveness of the contract for self-evaluation.  
 
 Table 4: Consistent Feedback 
 
 
*SA  strongly agree    A- Agree   N Neutral  DA  Disagree    SDA  Strongly disagree  ** Standard deviation 
  
  
excerpts were extracted from two contracts written by a learner. The excerpts revealed the challenges the learner 
faced. It can be seen that the resources, strategies and materials that this learner had selected were lopsided 
against the objectives he planned. 
 
         Excerpts from the Contracts  
 
Source Objective Resource & strategies Materials Comments 
Contracts 
S9-L1 
Grammar 
Spelling 
Speaking 
Lyrics of music 
Find the grammar, spell it back, rewrite it 
back and find it on the Internet 
Lyrics of music 
for the Beatles & 
Madonna 
None 
Contracts 
S9-L2 
Speaking and 
vocabulary 
Hear music everyday 
Sing together &  understand it 
Speak with friends 
Memorize five words everyday 
Find in dictionary, memorize, find 
meaning 
Music lyrics on 
my phone 
Music on the 
Internet 
Dictionary, 
Friends 
This has 
improved my 
speaking. 
 
 A similar situation was observed by Siddhu [19] but she also noticed that it was her learners with limited 
proficiency who felt that the plans were partially successful in helping them correct and check their own work. In 
this study, it also appeared that some learners had problems conceiving the connection that was established 
between the aims, the learning materials and evidence which they were asked to submit. Thus, when the learners 
Item  *SA *A N *DA *SDA Mean **SD 
A Using the language learning contract.. % 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
% 
(f) 
  
2. gives me consistent feedback.. 15.6 
(22) 
41.8 
(59) 
30.5 
(43) 
11.3 
(16) 
0.7 
(1) 
3.60 .909 
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were required to articulate information regarding their learning objectives in the contracts, they did so 
mechanically, resulting in statements and reflections that were, at best, mediocre and at worst, vague. 
 
4.4. Usefulness  
 
 Usefulness relates to sefulness of the contract. From the data, it seems that the 
participants gave more emphasis in using the learning contracts for organizing and monitoring their language 
learning activities in comparison to planning and evaluating. It can be said that they seemed to express more 
confidence in using the contract to keep track of the language activities, different language skills and strategies 
they have tried than in utilizing it to evaluate the work they had done and to plan the next one. The following 
excerpts from the interview illustrate this:  
 
everywhere.  
                                                                                                                     (Interview S-F8a) 
 
 
                                                                                                                       ( Interview S-F8b) 
    
4.5 Developing the Learning Contract  
 
 Before describing the factors that influence the way contract activities are developed, we will first look at 
some relevant figures relating to the activities carried out by the participants. Table 5 shows the number of 
learning contract activities that were submitted. It was encouraging to note that about two-thirds of the number of 
participants submitted more than the minimum five activities required by the lecturer. The rest of the participants 
submitted five activities as part of their contract work. This implied that the participants had the ability to create 
more learning opportunities for themselves and seem willing to do so if they were given the freedom to choose 
what to learn.   
 
Table 5 : Number of activities submitted by the participants 
 
Number of activities submitted 5 6 7 8 9 10 >10 
Percentage of learners who submitted (%) 31.82 9.09 13.64 0 18.18 9.09 18.18 
 
There were a number of pragmatic, affective and social reasons that influence the way participants develop 
and carry out language activities with the learning contracts. It appeared that the participants used the learning 
contract as a pragmatic tool for managing their learning. For example, in the following excerpt, the learner 
related the use of the contracts as a way to organize learning resources as well as to trace the root of some his 
problems in learning. 
 
When I compare this to the last contract, I finished the comments. I looked at which ones I think I 
concentrated in certain things only. 
     (Learner conference S13-C3) 
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Other pragmatic reasons also shaped the way participants select or solve a learning contract activity.  This is 
an important function of the learning contract as it established certain expectations of the participants like 
keeping to a set deadline for completing an activity or ensuring the contents of the contract were followed as 
discussed and agreed upon.  
 
Apart from that, a number of affective reasons also emerged in the way participants develop and used their 
contracts, for example, focusing on the activities which they would enjoy the most or selecting learning materials 
that were the easiest to accomplish or formulating learning goals based on the interesting activities that can be 
carried out. The following excerpts exemplify this. The following excerpts were extracted from the learner 
conference transcripts of two learners: 
 
 is the easiest. My speaking is not the best but I  like to learn more 
 
                                                                                                                            Learner conference S25-C2 
 
e 
library and the Internet. 
                                                                                                                             Learner conference S20-C3 
      
Finally, the data also revealed that the learning contract was developed based on social reasons. According to 
Gao [20], the development of learning strategies does not happen in isolation and is highly affected by the social 
context in which they occur. The learning contract is no exception. Lee [21] explained that the emergence of this 
socio-cultural factor can be due to the contract being used as a ticket to gain acceptance to join the group. In this 
study, it appeared that the contract acted like an invisible twine that bound these participants together as a group, 
working towards a common goal. It seemed personal relations with friends through the learning contracts turned 
out to be so rewarding that social goals became the main concern and took precedence over academic goals. 
There were many examples throughout the interview that showed the level of cooperation among the participants 
as they relied on themselves and on each other, not only for resources, but also for feedback. One of the excerpts 
is reported next:  
 
Scorpions songs...their lyrics have meaning. 
Learner conference S5-C2 
 
 
5.  Implications 
 
There are a few implications for developing learner autonomy with the use of learning contracts. Firstly, a 
learning atmosphere that provides social support would produce a multiplier effect especially on fledgling 
autonomous learners. This is especially crucial when they are faced with a novel or unfamiliar method of 
managing learning like the learning contracts. This study brought to light an important concern with regards to 
self-directedness and continual learning.  in doing self-directed learning, there 
must be adequate support for their effort. With the learning contracts, it is equally important to encourage a 
supportive language learning atmosphere that can extend beyond the language classroom. Secondly, providing 
learners with training in language learning strategies is a way to equip them with an array of learning strategies 
that they can draw upon in different situations to help them learn more efficiently. In this study, it can be said that 
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most of the learners who made use of different learning strategies, did not actually plan for them. Instead learners 
seemed to have stumbled upon the strategies they used. Indeed, when the data are reviewed, there appeared to be 
no conscious reporting of the scheme of language strategies. However, there were instances where learners 
wanted to know more about strategies to help them manage their self-directed language learning. Thus, to 
optimize the use of the learning contracts, it would helpful to include a strategy training at the start of the course 
and review strategies used with the learners from time to time. Learners could also be asked to report on the 
usefulness of certain strategies. 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
T
reasons that underlie the way they do so. To answer research question 1, the value of the learning contract as a 
strategy for developing autonomy most 
significant experiences. These experiences are perceived gains, sources of motivation, challenges and usefulness 
of the contracts. Research question 2 is answered through the pragmatic, social and affective reasons that 
emerged from the data. These reasons explain how learners plan and carry out language activities with the 
learning contracts. In conclusion, this study has shown the potential of the learning contracts for language 
learning but 
seeking to promote learner autonomy. 
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